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"Stop a moment. . .I  w a m  to hear this story," the 
narrator in Rebecca Harding Davis’ "Life in the Iron Mills" 
asks her readers, as she begins her expose of the tragedy 
American industry created in the lives of early nineteenth 
century millworkers. In publishing the third issue of 
Gender Lines, we ask readers to stop for a moment to hear 
the stories of Harding Davis and others— those told in six 
essays written by La Salle students, the winners in our 
annual Women’s Studies essay competition.
"Sculpture from the Junkshop: a Feminist Network," 
by Nancy Molyneaux, tells the story of Tillie Olsen’s 
discovery of Rebecca Harding Davis; for ten cents in an 
Omaha junkshop, Olsen purchased an 1861 copy of the 
Atlantic Monthly with an unsigned story about life in the 
mills. Later, Olsen read a letter of Emily Dickinson’s where 
the poet asks to be sent a copy of Harding Davis’ "Life in 
the Iron Mills," revealing to Olsen the name of the 
anonymous author whose story she had read. These two 
lucky incidents rescued Harding Davis from more than a 
hundred year's obscurity. In the ongoing chapters of this 
story, one of our essays tells us about both Olsen and 
Harding Davis.
A central image in Harding Davis’ narrative is the korl 
woman, a sculpture symbolizing female power. An emblem of 
Harding Davis’ own creativity, the sculpture becomes a 
threatening image because it does not embody the traditional 
erotic and maternal vision of woman. This challenge to 
image and stereotype is the thread that links all of our 
essays.
Nancy Molyneaux’ essay, on "Failed Solutions: The 
Question of Women’s Public Role in Shirley," interprets 
Charlotte Bronte’s 1849 novel as a picture of the failure of
middle class women to achieve status or power in the public 
sphere. The end of Shirley’s story suggests the need to 
address the problems of women’s participation in life outside 
the home. However, as Susan Fuegel’s essay demonstrates, 
research in the 1980s on women’s public lives continues to 
show how rigid definitions of spheres, female as domestic 
and private, male as public, deny women access to public 
life while they undervalue domestic life. Charlotte Bronte 
had hoped for a better future.
Another version of this story appears in Tracey 
Reardon’s study of three nineteenth-century views of 
prostitution. The different responses picture prostitutes 
as both innocent and powerless children needing the 
protection of law or, in the view of a woman who saw all 
unmarried women who lived with men as prostitutes, as lost 
women.
Two other essays update the story and image of the 
korl woman. The first of these, by Catherine McCool, 
examines the feminist liberation theologian’s image of topia, 
an alternative to utopia, whose goal is the "value of 
happiness for humanity in the present tense." Stressing 
human relationships and equal participation for men and 
women, the topia offers a societal transformation which 
liberates all members of a community.
The final story here is Jane Fonda’s. Doree Sitkoff 
writes about the relationship between Fonda’s own evolving 
sense of female identity and her rejection of the sex object 
in Barbarella in favor of the women she plays in films like 
Julia and Nine to Five. We see Fonda choosing films where 
such values as friendship between women, and women’s 
quest for status and power, are reflected in the characters 
she plays on screen.
If truth be told, you will have to stop for more than 
a moment to read this issue of Gender Lines, but the women
novelists, theologians, actresses, sociologists, and characters 
whose stories these are, deserve our attention. Like Tillie 
Olsen, we can learn about the lives and work of women 
we’ve never heard of. The six students who wrote these 
essays spent many hours reconstructing their stories. We 
hope you enjoy reading them.
We offer special thanks to Pat Mason for all her help 




1987 WOMEN’S. STUDIES ESSAY AWARD WINNER
Failed Solutions:
The Question of Women’s Public Role in Shirley 
Nancy Molyneaux
Charlotte Bronte’s novel Shirley, published in 1849 
and set in the year 1812, is an analysis of a number of 
large social issues, particularly those facing women.1 
Through the inhabitants of a Yorkshire community, Bronte 
examines the political strife created by the Napoleanic wars, 
the crises that attended the development of industrial 
capitalism, and the discontent of the working class as the 
industrialization of textile production increased 
unemployment and poverty. Bronte’s focal point, however, 
"continues to be, as it is in her other novels, the 
precarious position of the single middle-class woman without 
means.*2 This position is exemplified by Caroline Helstone, 
who, more than the title character, occupies a central 
position in the novel. While Bronte reveals similarities 
between men and women which Victorian society often would 
not admit existed, her description of the lives and attitudes 
of her characters shows how the denial of women’s 
capabilities damages not only individuals but alsosociety as 
a whole.
Work in Shirley is defined according to the Victorian 
standard which "recognized only ’productive’ wage labor as 
work." The value placed on a person’s occupation is often 
translated into her or his value as a human being. Thus, 
middle-class women, who are barred from most paid positions 
and whose domestic labor is considered frivolous in terms of 
Victorian standards, are deemed to be of little worth. 
Matthewston Helstone, for instance, Caroline’s uncle and 
guardian, makes "no pretense of . . . comparing [women] to
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men: they were a different, probably a very inferior order 
of existence" (82). He supplies Caroline's material needs but 
otherwise neglects her.
Throughout much of the novel, Caroline struggles with 
the question first presented to her by her cousin Robert 
Moore: "What life are you destined for?" (98). Initially, she 
responds that if she were a boy she would "be apprenticed 
to [Robert’s] trade— the cloth trade" (99). It is not 
surprising that Caroline chooses cloth manufacturing as her 
ideal since the novel’s characters place more value on this 
occupation than on any other. Robert’s sister Hortense 
reveals this clearly in the distinction she makes between 
her brother Louis, a private tutor, and Robert. Whereas 
she describes Louis "as being too backward and quiet," she 
sees Robert as "the greatest man in Europe" (93).
Caroline, in imagining her apprenticeship, also 
imagines herself as male because almost every form of 
middle-class paid labor in the novel is male. Shirley 
Keeldar, whose wealth and station bring her into contact 
with the male public sphere more than any other female 
character, identifies herself as the male "Captain Keeldar" 
whenever she enters this sphere and accepts the exclusion 
of other women from it (273). Her access to this world, 
however, is limited. When Robert, her tenant, makes plans 
to defend his mill from an attack by unemployed workers, 
the matter is concealed from her. She senses that 
something important is happening and that Bhe "is not 
considered iron-souled enough to be trusted in a crisis"
(31). Even her position as an heiress does not give her the 
power to overcome the barriers men place before her as a 
woman.
Bronte draws a parallel between women’s and men’s 
spheres in that both are, in a sense, involved in cloth 
manufacturing, yet the work that middle-class women 
perform is defined in much different terms than that of men 
and is seen as both more limited and more limiting. For 
example, part of the education Caroline receives from 
Hortense is in "elaborate stocking-mending" which, despite 
its needless and time-consuming exactness, Hortense sees as
the "most essential of attainments" (107). That Bronte sees 
this task as fruitless becomes apparent when she explains 
that Caroline has been working on the same pair of 
stockings for two years. Another form of needlework women 
perform is making useless items for the "Jew-basket" which 
are "sold perforce to the . . . gentlemen [of the parish], at 
prices unblushingly exorbitant" in order to raise money to 
convert the Jews (134). The futility of these Bales is made 
clear by the sheer enormity of the task they are meant to 
support.
The image of women sewing appears over and over 
again in Shirley. Almost every female character introduced 
has some knitting or embroidery in her lap or a work-bag 
in her hand. The uselessness which Bronte attributes to 
much of this work, however, makes clear why Caroline is 
dissatisfied with it and longs to find meaningful employment. 
Her uncle, on the other hand, advises her to "stick to the 
needle—learn shirt-making, gown-making, and pie-crust- 
making and you’ll be a clever woman some day" (122). As 
long as she can cook and sew, Helstone believes, she is 
adequately educated and should be content to spend her 
entire life performing these tasks. Caroline, like the reader, 
is left to wonder exactly how cleverness is extracted from a 
pie-crust.
Caroline’s desire for a paid occupation generates little 
sympathy. Her plan to seek employment as a governess is 
met with negative responses from those around her who 
regard "work for women [as] a misfortune and disgrace."4 
Although governessing was one of the few occupations open 
to middle-class women, the hardships and degradation 
governesses often suffered made it a last resort; Bronte 
herself claims she would prefer "work in a mill" to 
governess drudgery (cited in Neff, 157). When Caroline tells 
her uncle of her project he replies, "I will not have it said 
that my niece is a governess" (204), but it is Mrs. Pryor, 
who Caroline later discovers is her mother, who convinces 
her that the trials of a governess are by no means an 
escape from the narrowness of her present life. Bronte’s 
own abhorrence of governessing is conveyed by the 
bitterness with which Mrs. Pryor recalls her experiences in
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this position: "governesses . . . must ever be kept in a 
sort of isolation: it is the only means of maintaining that 
distance which the reserve of English manners and the 
decorum of English families exact" (364). Any attempt to 
break out of this isolation was viewed as a sign of 
immodesty or ingratitude or pride. This dismal view of the 
one form of paid work open to middle-class women makes it 
apparent that more and better occupations should be 
available.
Although most women grew up with the idea of one 
day becoming wives and mother* and were educated for 
these roles, many women did not marry because a large 
number of men chose not to wed. A census conducted in 
1851 revealed that 25 out of every 100 men were single at 
the age of thirty (Neff, 12). Caroline, confronted with the 
realization that she will probably never marry, reflects on 
the stagnant lives of unmarried daughters. She asks 
whether men can expect women to live "as if they had . . . 
no faculties for anything else" than sewing for the Jew- 
basket and asserts that "single-women should have more to 
do" (176-77). Bronte paints a dreary picture of the 
dependency of unmarried daughters on their parents; 
essentially, they continued to be treated as children. This 
is suggested when Helstone belittles Caroline’s worries about 
her dependent state and tells her to go away and "amuse 
herself"; she inwardly inquires, "With what? My doll?"
(205). By depicting single women as losing mental and 
bodily strength as a result of forced idleness, Bronte 
argues that women start out with many of the same abilities 
as men but that they waste them through inactivity.
Although Bronte herself sometimes devalues women’s 
work, she also presents parallel views of the domestic and 
public spheres which suggest that the capabilities, 
inclinations, and labor of men and women are not as 
different as the men in the novel believe them to be. For 
instance, Hortense complains to Robert about the problems 
she has with their servant and concludes that "you are in 
the same position with your workmen" (93). This suggests 
that the same considerations are involved in running a 
household full of servants as in running a factory full of
4
mill hands. Similarly, although Caroline considers most of 
the needlework she must do frivolous and tedious, she 
admires Solomon’s wise woman because "she was a 
manufacturer—she made fine linen and sold it . . .  . That 
woman was a manager" (378). Bronte intimates that if 
women were brought up with a "virtuous woman" who is 
also a manufacturer as a model, then faculties wasted on 
such inane projects as the Jew-basket would be put to 
better use.
That women can be effective managers is revealed by 
Miss Ainsley, one of the novel’s old maids. When Shirley 
Keeldar proposes to use her wealth to help the poor of the 
community, she enlists Miss Ainsley to act as "prime 
minister" so that the affair is managed properly. This 
woman’s abundance of "administrative energy [and] 
executive activity" enable her to quickly devise a clear and 
sensible plan for bringing relief to the poor (269).
However, her efforts are slighted once the three area 
clergymen are called in to approve the plan. Shirley 
presents the plan as "an outline—a mere suggestion" and, 
assuming the male persona of Captain Keeldar, tells Helstone 
that "this is quite a gentleman’s affair— yours and mine 
entirely" (272, 273). Meanwhile, Miss Ainsley is given a 
backseat and told "not to speak unless spoken to" as if she 
were a naughty child (273). The most interesting aspect of 
this episode, however, is the degree of suspicion this act of 
independence on the part of women creates in Helstone. He 
reacts
as if he apprehended that female craft was at 
work, and that something in petticoats was 
somehow trying underhand to acquire too much 
influence, and make itself of too much 
importance. (272).
Although the project Miss Ainsley works out with Shirley 
and Caroline certainly suggests female ambition, its emphasis 
on female nurturing suggests that it is not the rebellious 
threat Helstone perceives it to be. His extreme response 
indicates men’s intolerance of any encroachment on their 
power and "superiority."
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One of the most interesting connections in Shirley is 
that which exists between the positions of middle-class 
women and working-class men, whose importance and 
faculties are, like women’s, often denied. Robert’s lack of 
concern for the working class leads him to respond harshly 
to William Farren, one of his former mill hands, when the 
latter tries to infuse Robert's drive for progress with a 
sense of humanity. Robert does not realize that "by 
speaking kindly to William Farren . . . .[he] might have 
made a friend" (157). On another occasion, when Joe Scott, 
a mechanic at Robert’s mill, claims that he and many other 
working men can tell what a fool of a law is, as well as [his 
employer]," Robert merely scoffs at the idea and cedis Joe "a 
prig" (88). However, Joe Scott believes that no matter what 
his station is in relation tc other men, he is superior to any 
woman. Thus he feels justified in expressing to Shirley, the 
most powerful and rebellious woman in the novel, his view 
that "women [should] learn in silence, with all subjection" 
(322). Like Helstone, he is resentful and suspicious of 
independent women.
The notion that men perceive women inaccurately is 
presented as another primary obstacle, along with the 
absence of valued and paid labor, to female power and 
influence in society. In fact, part of the reason Caroline's 
relationship with Helstone is so distant is that she does not 
conform to his desire that women be "as silly, as light­
headed as, as open to ridicule as . . . he held them to be, 
and wished them to be" (138). Helstone attempts to cast 
Caroline in this light; her most perceptive questions are 
dismissed as "stupid and babyish" because he is 
uncomfortable discussing anything but mundane subjects 
with her (125). Another example of male misperceptions of 
women is Robert's belief that they "talk and think only of 
[marriage] and they naturally fancy men’s minds similarly 
occupied" (58). In reality, however, Caroline is painfully 
aware that Robert is "wrapt from her by interests in which 
it was deemed such as she could have no part" (188).
Instead of imagining her bridal tour, Caroline’s thoughts are 
bent on such things as "realize[ing] the state of mind of a 
'man of business’" or on securing a permanent occupation 
(188). One is inclined to agree with Shirley’s observation
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that "if men could see [women] as we really are, they would 
be a little amazed" (343). Men’s position in society, 
however, allows them to imagine women as they wish them to 
be and gives them little incentive to change their views.
To some extent, male attitudes toward women in 
Shirley do change. When Caroline becomes dangerously ill, 
Helstone’s fear for her life brings out his domesticity and 
affection. Although it is her mother's care and emotional 
support that saves Caroline’s life, Helstone refers to himself 
in the role of housewife and nurse and, for the first time, 
treats Caroline with emotion and respect. He replies to one 
of her requests that "it is spoken like a sage, Cary," 
whereas he previously regarded her as "always fantastical 
and whimsical" (205). While Helstone’s shift in attitude is 
only slight, a more profound change is wrought in Robert 
by two events which force him to realize the weakness of 
his self-serving attitude toward those over whom he has 
power and to feel what it means to be entirely at the mercy 
of another person. The first event that alters his beliefs is 
Shirley’s rejection and sharp criticism of his marriage 
proposal. She forces him to admit that he wants her purse, 
not her heart. As he is brought low, she seems to grow 
larger when she responds to his assumption that she loves 
him with the statement,
Your sight is jaundiced: you have seen wrong.
Your mind is warped: you have judged wrong. Your
tongue betrays you: you now speak wrong. (500)
The blow Shirley delivers to Robert’s pride, arrogance, and 
self-interest indicts male blindness toward women's true 
nature and the harm done to women’s self-respect by such 
ignorance.
Robert’s opinion of the working class is transformed 
when he goes to Birmingham to find and convict the men 
who attacked his mill and machinery. In Birmingham, he 
confronts the reality of working-class suffering; he 
observes working-class people "with naturally elevated 
tendencies kept down amongst sordid privations and 
harassing griefs" (504). Although he realizes that his self-
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interest must be tempered with justice and humanity, the 
change in Robert is not complete until he suffers the kind 
of pain his actions have caused others. This occurs when 
he is shot by an unemployed weaver and placed under the 
supervision of Mrs. Harsfall, a nurse who symbolizes both 
woman and working class. Forced into silence and docility 
by this powerful, almost monstrous figure, Robert 
experiences the wasting solitude and idleness in which 
Caroline has been forced to live and he vows to atone for 
the injury he has done to her feelings.
Despite these apparent transformations on the part of 
some of the male characters, however, the conclusion of 
Shirley is not a hopeful one as far as women are concerned. 
Although both Caroline and Shirley do marry men who 
recognize their value and abilities, this does not give either 
woman the power within the public sphere to which each 
aspires. Arnold Shapiro argues that the two marriages 
represent "a double happy ending" to Shirley in which 
Bronte implies the possibility of change in both individual 
and social values*. While this is true to some extent, these 
changes are not the result of female power in society nor is 
women’s dependent position changed. In her description of 
Caroline’s and Shirley’s relationship with their husbands, 
Bronte rejects the validity of the popular Victorian ideology 
"which assured dependent middle-class women that they too 
had significant work and significant power but which 
restricted them to the home . . . and limited their power to 
’influence’" on others’ values and actions. At the end of 
the novel, Shirley, who reacted so forcefully and spoke so 
plainly in her confrontation with Robert Moore, becomes 
increasingly silent and submissive after her engagement to 
his brother Louis. She "abdicate[s] without a word of 
struggle" the power to manage her estate which she 
carefully guarded earlier (592). In addition, through 
Bronte’s use of words such as "fetter," "bound," and 
"restricted," Shirley’s relationship with Louis is described 
in terms of imprisonment (592). Similarly, Caroline’s power 
to direct Robert’s actions is questioned when she responds 
only with silence to his plan to replace the beauty of the 
countryside with worker’s cottages" and a "sooty road"
(597).
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Bronte’s shift of her narrative from the past to the 
present confirms both Robert’s vision of the future and the 
continued exclusion of women from any part in shaping it. 
Thus, the attempt made in Shirley to establish a role for 
middle-class women in the public sphere is an undeniable 
failure. However, Bronte may be using the past failures of 
Caroline and Shirley to alter women’s position to suggest to 
her contemporaries that the issues she presents in the 
novel still need to be addressed satisfactorily. In Shirley, 
Charlotte Bronte indicts several Victorian responses to the 
too narrow existence of middle-class women; the discovery of 
a solution that will work is left to her readers.
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Gender and the Ideology of Public and Private Spheres
by
Susan Fuegel
Fourteen researchers, during the summer of 1980, 
came together to work individually and collectively at the 
University of Kansas Research Institute on women's Public 
Lives. The focus on women’s "public lives" was chosen 
"partly as a corrective to the common tendency to see 
women as synonymous with the family and partly as a test 
of some generalizations about women’s status and social 
roles that have emerged from feminist scholarship."1 The 
research, that is, was to explore women’s roles outside the 
domestic sphere and the connections between women’s public 
and private activities.
The issue of public and private spheres entered 
feminist theory mainly "through the medium of cultural 
anthropology." Michelle Z. Rosaldo, for example, in her 
theoretical overview to the volume Women, Culture, and 
Society, stressed the opposition between these realms. 
(Sharistanian, p. 2) Basing her research on studies taken 
from a broad range of historical and social settings, she 
suggests that in most traditional societies, a big part of 
women’s adult life is spent giving birth to and raising 
children. These responsibilities deny women the same 
degree of participation as men in public activities and so 
establish separate domestic and public realms. All aspects 
of men and women’s lives—psychological, cultural, political, 
and economic—are shaped by this separation. According to 
Rosaldo, moreover, this opposition between public and 
private is directly tied to women’s status. Women’s status 
is lowest in societies that maintain a strong differentiation 
between domestic and public spheres while the most 
egalitarian societies are those that maintain a weak 
differentiation. In egalitarian societies, men and women 
share authority in both spheres, and in nonegalitarian 
societies, women’s status is improved when women take a
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part in the public world of men or establish their own 
public world, or when men take a part in the domestic 
spheres (Sharistanian, p. 3). In all known societies, 
however, according to Rosaldo, male activities are more 
highly valued than female activities, males have some power 
over females and although women do have influence on the 
public realm, their influence and power is informal 
(Sharistanian, p. 3)).
Another researcher on the connection between public 
and private spheres, Patrice Clark Koelsch, suggests how 
this division between public and private is less absolute 
than often appears. The private sphere, according to 
Koelsch, has historically been the "realm of necessity."* By 
this, Koelsch means that the private sphere is concerned 
with people, production, consumption, and the reproduction 
of persons and things necessary for survival. The private 
sphere also consists of hierarchal relationships. Men are in 
authority over women while women reproduce and act as 
servants to men. The political and public sphere is 
distinguished ideologically by its separation from this 
private sphere. Those in the public realm are seen as 
"free" persons because they act for themselves while those 
in the private realm are seen as "nonfree" because they 
have to concern themselves with serving the needs of those 
in the public sphere in addition to meeting their own needs. 
The public sphere, however, can only survive because those 
in the private sphere act as providers, and it is women who 
provide what is needed for survival. Thus, the public 
sphere is also dependent on the private sphere and "free" 
persons (men) on "nonfree" persons (women).
The opposition between public and private spheres, 
therefore, is to a large degree ideological but ideologies 
always carry with them intense pressure to conform. 
Ideology, moreover, shapes our identity because it is part of 
the cultural and societal context into which we are born.
We do not create ideology; we receive ideology and 
internalize it at our core. Thus, the ideological separation 
of public and private, of men and women, of "free" and
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"nonfree”, is destructive to women and leads to a 
"conception of the self as other."4 Women see themselves as 
other because their ability to reproduce has excluded them 
ideologically from the public sphere of "free" persons and 
has tied them to the private realm of "nonfree" persons, the 
realm of creaturely needs.
The ideology of public and private spheres is also 
dualist in that it entails opposition between two entities, and 
this dualism or opposition suppresses difference and 
variety. One thing is given and the other is assumed to be 
its opposite. For example, once a person describes a male 
as active, that person can describe a female, the opposite, 
as being non-active. Opposition, moreover, entails 
hierarchy. In the opposition between men and women 
positive identities or valued identities are projected onto 
males, while negative identities or devalued identities are 
projected onto females and onto other non-dominant groups 
or people. Females, like other non-dominant groups, are 
then made into a false species through the process of 
pseudo-specification which is a false idea of what you 
expect something to be. For example, although all females 
do not have children, they are placed in the private realm 
because only females have the ability to reproduce.
Rosaldo and Koelsch’s research on the public and 
private spheres reflects this dualistic model in that it posits 
opposition between private and public realism between 
females, who are nonfree reproducers in the private, and 
males, who are free persons in the public. But Rosaldo, in 
suggesting that women take a part in the public realm and 
that men take a part in the private realm, and in Koelsch, 
in suggesting the real interdependence of the public and 
private spheres, both imply that men and women are not as 
opposite as they are made out to be in ideology and that 
both may further overcome the opposition represented by 
rigid "masculine" or "feminine" characteristics. The 
individual who combines masculine and feminine 
characteristics is sometimes androgynous, but if women as 
well as men live out all their characteristics, so-called
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masculine as well as feminine characteristics will be seen as 
neither feminine nor masculine. They will be characteristics 
given both genders without distinction or opposition 
between the two genders being made.
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Prostitution in the Nineteenth Century
by
Tracey Reardon
During the nineteenth century, many working class 
women in Britain resorted to prostitution as a means of 
subsistence. The focus of this paper, however, will not be 
on the prostitute herself, but on the way she was accepted 
and understood by those around her. Reaction to the 
prostitute was shaped in the nineteenth, as in every 
century, by one’s class and gender.
The word "prostitute" was used in the nineteenth 
century to define not only those women who solicited sex 
from various men, but any woman who lived with (and 
presumably had sex with) a man to whom she was not 
married. The fact that the latter was often a monogamous 
union had little bearing on the prejudice—she was still a 
prostitute. Both Henry Mayhew, a journalist for the 
Morning Chronicle, who wrote a series of articles on poor 
working-class life, and an anonymous woman author of an 
essay on "Lost Women" accept this sweeping definition of 
the prostitute. Michael Ryan, a physician for the Royal 
College of Physicians and the author of a book on 
prostitution, restricts his definition of "prostitute" to those 
who reside in brothels.
Ryan believed prostitutes to be innocent children who 
were either "seduced, decoyed, or trapped" into a life of 
prostitution: "When an innocent child appears in the 
streets without a protector, she is insidiously watched by 
one of these merciless wretches [brothel keepers) and 
decoyed, under some plausible pretext, to an abode of 
infamy and degradation" (Ryan, p. 119). Although he 
recognized the fact that women were leaving their homes in 
the country and migrating to the cities to find work, he 
does not suppose that women resorted to prostitution as a
means of survival, as Mayhew does. As a matter of fact, 
Ryan does not refer to the "free lance" prostitute in his 
works at all. Ryan writes only of the brothel-kept 
prostitute, although according to modern historians the 
majority of prostitutes did not reside in brothels.
Because Ryan viewed brothel keepers as the driving 
force behind prostitution, he proposed legislation against 
them, rather than against or for the prostitutes themselves. 
He also wanted to give police license to enter suspected 
brothels without a warrant. Both of these proposals would 
have eliminated the brothel itself, but if, as Mayhew 
assumed, women of the nineteenth century prostituted out of 
desperation, they were forced to do so, not by cunning 
brothel keepers, but by a society that was so economically 
polarized, that prostitution was one of the few ways to 
survive.
Ryan’s construction of prostitution, therefore, 
implicitly supports the status quo and his own privileged 
position in it because it makes individuals to blame for the 
continuation of prostitution rather than a social system. His 
characterization of prostitutes themselves, moreover, 
supports existing gender roles by emphasizing women’s 
powerlessness rather than their participation in the shaping 
of their own destiny. Ryan's gender bias is also reflected 
in his proposals for eliminating this social evil: "The 
horrible system [of prostitution] is rapidly advancing in all 
directions, and among every class of society, and is so 
subversive of morality and religion, as to arouse every good 
man and professor of Christianity to activity in the cause of 
virtue" (Ryan, p. 209). Although it could be argued that 
"man" is a generic term referring to "people," it does not 
appear to be used that way here. Ryan calls "every good 
man" and every "professor of Christianity" to the 
prostitute’s aid. Both of these groups consist of males 
alone. Ryan’s exclusion of women both in his conception of 
the problem and its core reveals his discomfort in dealing 
with them. Instead of exacting legislation to help the 
prostitute, he attacks the brothel keeper (whom he
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incorrectly assumes to be a male), and instead of calling all 
people to destroy the "horrible system," he seeks the aid of 
men alone.
Ryan’s personal distance from the prostitute and from 
females in general suggests the distance he, and many other 
nineteenth-century males, wished to keep from passion and 
lust. This point is further illustrated when Ryan’s thoughts 
concerning obscene books and prints are examined, for Ryan 
appears to displace any passion he felt about prostitution 
onto the latter. The language he uses when he discusses 
obscenity, for example, is more extreme than that with which 
he discusses prostitution: "Of all the crimes which call for 
legal animadversion, [obscenity] is perhaps one of the least 
excusable" (Ryan, p. 93). Ryan goes on to assert that,
"from its nature it courts concealment, and therefore it 
requires no little assiduity to discover the noxious wretches 
by whom it is carried on, and to suppress their pernicious 
practices" (Ryan, p.93). Because obscene books and objects 
are tangible, they can be captured and destroyed. 
Prostitution is more ambiguous by nature—it is more 
difficult to look at a poor woman and prove her a 
"prostitute" than it is to examine a book and label it 
obscene. Prostitution, therefore, defies management, in a 
way that obscenity does not.
Even the method of destroying obscene objects which 
Ryan proposes reeks of insecurity.
They are always destroyed in the 
presence of two members of the Committee, 
except a few specimens, which are preserved as 
evidence of the convictions, which have from 
time to time been obtained by the Society.
These specimens are kept in a tin box, secured 
by three different locks; one of the keys which 
is kept by the Treasurer, one by a member of 
the Committee, and one by the Secretary; so 
that the box can at no time be opened, but with
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the concurrence of these three persons (Ryan,
p. 107).
It appears that men were so threatened by female sexuality 
that they went to extreme measures to govern it. If Ryan 
could not control the prostitute, he could displace her 
sexuality into objects, and lock them up only to be opened 
in the presence of two other males (there is safety in 
numbers).
The anonymous female author of "Lost Women" views 
things very differently. Unlike Ryan, this author deemed 
any unmarried woman who lived with a man to whom she 
wasn’t married a "prostitute," as well as women who 
solicited sex from various men. In this sweeping expanse of 
prostitutes, however, one distinction was made: there were 
prostitutes, and there were "lost women." Prostitutes, she 
believed, could repent and be accepted back into 
respectable society (if that society were lower class). Lost 
women were prostitutes who were so far gone that 
repentance was out of the question. To these women she 
offered her condolences.
There is a suggestion in "Lost Women," however, that 
the author respected the prostitute for her apparent 
freedom and independence of action. The author sees the 
prostitute, for example, as a superior member of her class 
and hence as someone more likely than most to be 
discontent with her position and to be vulnerable to 
seduction by middle class values. The author also credits 
the prostitute with virtues distinct from chastity and sees 
her as someone with unexplained social power. Thus, the 
author of "Lost Women," although condemning the 
prostitute’s actions, appears to admire her spirit.
Unlike Ryan, moreover, the anonymous female author 
believed that "respectable" society, not the brothel keeper, 
kept the prostitute from reform. After the first false step, 
women were ashamed and afraid to redeem themselves.
Hence, the pattern of prostitution continued. In blaming
society rather than individual brothel keepers for the 
prostitute’s continuation of her course, this nineteenth- 
century author may in fact be expressing her own 
resentment of nineteenth century sexual codes, which made 
all women’s sexuality a matter of shame and embarrassment. 
Her feelings for the prostitute, therefore, are in part those 
of identification:
Young women, who look forward to 
marriage and motherhood, in all its peace and 
dignity, as your natural lot, have you ever 
thought for a moment what it must be to feel 
that you have lost innocence, that no power on 
earth can ever make you innocent any more, or 
give you back that jewel of glory and 
strength.... The free happy ignorance of 
maidenhood is gone forever; the sacred dignity 
and honour of matronhood is not, and never can 
be attained...I think this fact alone is enough to 
make a chaste woman’s first feeling towards an 
unchaste that of unqualified, unmitigated pity.
(Anon., p. 264-65).
Pity is an interesting sentiment, however. It puts its 
object down, and elevates its subject too. Just before this 
passage the author had recognized the superiority of the 
prostitute, hence her discontentment wi th her peers.
Perhaps in an effort to reassert her status, the author felt 
it necessary to belittle the prostitute and assert the 
importance of virginity, an unattainable virtue for the 
latter. This shift suggests a personal struggle within the 
author. She admires the prostitute and her power on the 
one hand, but fears the sacrifice made to attain it on the 
other. Thus, she "pities" the prostitute in order to 
reinstate her position in the social hierarchy and reaffirm 
the importance of her virginity.
The author also encounters a problem with her 
benevolence toward the repentant prostitute. Too much pity
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raises the prostitute’s power to the level it was when she 
was a practicing prostitute. Pity ought to be offered:
...not in the form of exaggerated 
sentimentalism, with which it has of late been 
the fashion to treat such subjects, laying all 
the blame upon the seducer, and exalting the 
seduced into a paragon of injured simplicity, 
whom society ought to pet, and soothe, and 
treat with far more consideration than those 
who have not erred. Never, as it seems to me, 
was there a greater mistake than...generous 
over eagerness to redeem the lost (Anon., 
p.265).
The author is annoyed not only that the prostitute 
has more power than she did when she was "fallen," but 
that again when she repented, she was raised above "those 
who had not erred." The author’s power struggle may be 
seen as a result of her nineteenth-century male dominated 
social conditioning. She feels cheated for playing by the 
rules, and strikes out at the prostitute instead of the 
system.
The last thing this author offers the prostitute is 
hope and courage—hope (dependent on the condition that 
she shall sin no more) for a bright future filled with the 
dignity that accompanied even latent chastity, and courage 
to combat the shame and embarrassment that she would 
inevitably encounter. Interestingly, this author claims to 
have discussed prostitution as a means of dispelling 
ignorance among respectable women; she never mentions the 
benefits her work might provide for the prostitute herself. 
Perhaps then, her writings were a warning to other women, 
telling them to beware of the powerful prostitute, lest their 
sole virtue, their chastity, be devalued.
Henry Mayhew differs from both Ryan and the 
anonymous female author in that in investigating the 
prostitute, he goes straight to the source. He begins by
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interviewing prostitutes individually and later moves to a 
group for "scientific" investigation. His interpretation is 
probably the most revealing of the three given because his 
opinions are based upon testimony. It should be noted, 
however, that Mayhew did not seek out the prostitute and 
her story at first. Only when he became frustrated by the 
data offered in books did he turn to them. Ironically, even 
when he spoke directly to prostitutes, he doubted the 
validity of their stories and he went into detail to explain 
his methods of verifying the prostitutes’ stories in his 
writings.
Mayhew agrees with the anonymous female author in 
his definition of a prostitute. Unlike Ryan, who believes 
that prostitutes reside in brothels, he believes that a 
prostitute is a woman who lives with a man as well as a 
woman who solicits sex from various partners. Mayhew’s 
investigation of these women discloses a "shocking" fact: 
many of them are "virtuous." He obviously does not mean 
this in the sexual sense but rather in reference to their 
general character. Mayhew is led to believe this perhaps 
because of the type of prostitutes he interviews. He seeks 
only those who claim to have been forced into prostitution 
because of low slop work wages. His entire investigation, in 
fact, emphasizes the financial aspect of prostitution only, 
and he cites poverty as the cause of prostitution, just as 
the unknown female author cites the prostitute’s superiority 
among their class and Ryan, the scouting brothel keeper.
Just as Ryan and the anonymous female author 
exhibited their gender bias concerning the prostitute, so 
does Mayhew. His interview with the prostitutes, for 
example, removes him from their sexuality, just as Ryan 
removes himself by displacing the prostitute’s sexuality into 
obscene objects. The interviews are conducted, for example, 
in a dimly lit room in which a screen is erected to ensure 
privacy to the prostitutes. This physical barrier suggests 
the sexual and emotional distance Mayhew wishes to keep 
from these prostitutes. Although there is some commentary 
by Mayhew, moreover, it is sparse. Perhaps the lack of
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comment can best be explained by Mayhew’s final comment 
before the women begin to speak: "I have heard stories 
that have unmanned me; but never till last Wednesday had I 
heard or seen anything so solemn, so terrible as this?" 
(Mayhew, p.200). He is "unmanned" by the prostitutes’ 
stories and this clearly threatens him into silence. From 
this point on in his essay, Mayhew offers very little 
editorial comment.
Just as the anonymous woman and Ryan are 
threatened by the prostitute’s power, so is Mayhew. In 
order to manage his feelings of anxiety, he translates the 
prostitute’s condition into an economic phenomenon. She 
becomes a statistic to Mayhew. This is made most obvious 
by his lack of a proposed solution to prostitution. Instead 
of evoking pity from the masses as the anonymous female 
author does, or seeking to control the prostitute through 
legislation as Ryan does, Mayhew offers no solution at all. 
The reader is left with a breakdown of the facts and 
figures which drove the prostitute to the streets, but not 
an editorial explanation about what can be done. Perhaps 
because he had seen so much of the prostitute’s suffering 
at the personal level, Mayhew takes his separation from her 
more seriously. In an effort to remain distanced not only 
from the passion like Ryan, but from the suffering as well, 
Mayhew simply leaves the prostitute to be represented by 
his financial analysis.
Thus, each author had to avoid the power the 
prostitute had over him/her: for Ryan it was the power of 
her sexuality, for the anonymous woman author it was her 
social power, and for Mayhew, it was the power of her 
passion and suffering. In an effort to seize control, each 
author distances himself/herself from the prostitute either 
physically or psychologically, or both. Whatever the means, 
one thing becomes apparent: unchecked feminine sexuality 
aroused a fear so intense that the precarious social order 
was shaken to its foundation.
Feminist Liberation Theology:
The Advent of Topia 
by
Catherine McCool
In the 1970’s the first models of liberation theology 
emerged as the world’s disadvantaged discovered that 
mainstream theology did not address the issues relevant to 
their liberation from oppression. This movement coincided 
with the emergence of the feminist movement of the late 
1960’s and early 1970’s and both culminated in feminist 
liberation theology.1 Feminist liberation theology has 
continued to evolve as a potent force in Christianity with 
far reaching implications for both men and women. It is 
revolutionizing Christian theology, for it presents a radical 
formula for the redemption of humanity. In an attempt to 
change a cultural mindset, feminist liberation theology 
replaces the traditional Christian eschatological notion of 
utopia with the notion of an attainable topia. The kingdom 
of God, that is, as associated with the end of time, is 
concretely realizable within history.
Feminist liberation theologians, such as Elisabeth 
Schussler-Fiorenza, Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel, and 
Rosemary Radford Ruether designate sexism as the basis of 
all evil in the world. That is, the primary dualism imposed 
upon male and female is the key to all other forms of 
dualistic oppression in society. This primary dualism 
defines humanity according to the male norm, and then more 
specifically, according to the white-middle-class-male norm.* 
All not meeting these criteria are subsequently assigned a 
negative identity and ar treated accordingly. The norm, 
then, is identified with the positive side of the dualism, and 
the counter-norm with the negative side. Sexism is what 
generates this disparity between the genders, a disparity 
which results in the subordination of female to male and on
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the brokenness that is the human condition— the denial to 
reality of its full potential and the creation of evil systems 
of relationships. These systems are ubiquitous and are 
present in even religious institutions. Christianity, for 
example, tends to legitimate societal structures and attitudes 
which oppress women, instead of providing leadership for 
liberation. This tendency, moreover, has been an inexorable 
aspect of church history. Masculinist patterns of theology 
date back to the Pauline church and still serve to suppress 
women.4 They are rooted in the process of 
"patriarchalization," which means the suppression of Jesus’ 
liberating potential under the weight of societal pressure 
and they have placed women in a subordinate theological 
roles.4 Theology shapes and is shaped by social patterns of 
sexism which it sacrilizes and makes normative. Religious 
institutions also serve to justify the oppressive structures 
which promote classism, sexism, and racism.7 Since 
traditional theology and religious institutions perpetuate 
dualism, and the oppression suffered by women, they cannot 
offer an acceptable alternative to those seeking liberation 
from these forces. Liberation must be sought through 
unorthodox means, such as feminist liberation theology.
Feminist liberation theology is a viable alternative to 
presently inadequate theologies. Also known as ethical 
feminist theology, it presents a model of original, 
prelapsarian harmony as a potential for human life. The 
brokenness of the human condition alienates a person from 
him or herself, form others, and from nature and God. This 
brokenness generates false images, symbols, and a distorted, 
sinful existence, all of which culminates in a massive reality 
which is counter to God’s intention.8 To combat this sinful 
order, feminist theology promotes the full humanity of 
woman. It incorporates the tenets of socialism, liberalism, 
and romanticism and it also draws upon the three operative 
principles of black liberation theology:
1) the starting point of theological
thought and action is the experience 
of social oppressions;
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2) the goal of theology is human 
worth, the possibility of being a 
person within a just order of 
society;
3) theology is praxis. That is, 
theology is active, meant to be 
applied for a specific liberative 
purpose.
According to this theology, women may reflect on their 
situation, become aware of themselves in this situation and 
seek self-liberation by taking action to liberate others.
Some examples of this phenomenon are women working with 
other women in hostels, women working with the 
underprivileged, and women working to effect political 
change.11
Feminist theology criticizes all institutions which 
"exploit, stereotype and subordinate" women, an indictment 
which includes the Catholic church. Feminist theologians 
seek to liberate the church by "humanizing" its structure, 
by investing it with the "so-called feminine values," such as 
compassion, nurturing, and love, thereby giving them 
validity as central human, as well as Christian, values. 
Inevitably, such a philosophy necessitates an allegiance to 
the outcast and oppressed.12 Feminist theology, moreover, 
reinterprets Jesus’ experience with socially marginal people 
and those feeling abandoned by God, and uses it to present 
a new model for life.13 Christ’s maleness is seen as 
inconsequential, and He is reinterpreted symbolically as the 
replacement of the "present world system and the dawning 
of a new age, in which God’s work is done on earth."14
Feminist liberation theology implements its philosophy 
in various ways. It initially attempts to penetrate the sexist 
mindsets with sexually egalitarian concepts, which will 
subsequently effect a cultural revolution. To achieve this 
feat, however, the concept of God itself must be altered.
The parental God is replaced with an Exodus God, a God of
27
liberation.  Furthermore, God is presented as the God/ess, 
or "syzgy," the representative of fully integrated maleness 
and femaleness. God/ess also incorporates the whole social 
hierarchy and is represented as both the oppressor and the 
oppressed.16 As this might suggest, new myths are 
necessary to embody the goals and values of feminist 
liberation theology and to reconcile the traditionally and 
sexually separated spheres of the political and the personal, 
the societal and the religious. Some theologians reassert 
the Mother Goddess myth, while others reject Maryology, the 
veneration of the Virgin Mary, because the exaltation of 
virginity is an ideal established by the exclusively male 
hierarchy and clergy. Mary Magdalene is presented instead 
as an appropriate symbol for feminist theology because of 
her apostolic role. It is her testimony to the resurrection 
which provides the foundation of Christianity.17 More 
concretely, feminist liberation theology calls for the 
establishment of feminist based communities, which define 
redemption as liberation from sexism. It strives to nurture 
the full personal growth of both men and women. It strives 
also to abolish clericalism, the power or influence exercised 
by the clergy, and to place the church leadership in the 
hands of the community. It encourages constant dialogue 
with the church structures and attempts to effect a 
celebration and liberation of the God/ess in the life of 
humanity.18
Feminist theology endeavors to raise the consciousness 
of both the oppressor and the oppressed. It seeks to 
dismantle dominant societal hierarchies, and to bridge 
societal schisms. It seeks to abolish the fundamental 
alienation implicit in dualisms which result in exploitative 
social patterns, and it looks forward to the creation of a 
new humanity and a new world order.19 Humanity, 
therefore, is called to convert to a feminist consciousness. 
For women, this conversion entails a realization of their full 
humanity and a rejection of the dominant ideologies which 
have influenced this perception of themselves and their 
world. For males, this conversion entails an authentic 
realization and acceptance of the full humanity of women.
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For both, however, it is a conversion to the center, having 
"roots in nature and (entailing) the acceptance of finitude, 
human scale and balanced relationships."21 That is, it is an 
acceptance of the earth as the center of value systems and 
a rejection of the prevalent culture/nature dualism, which 
separates culture from nature and identifies each with male 
and female respectively. This new consciousness emphasizes 
a concentration on thee earth and a sacralization of daily 
life. Skepticism about eternal life is standard in feminist 
liberation theology because belief in immortality is viewed as 
an essentially masculinist projection.22 In the worlds of 
Rosemary Radford Ruether, feminist theology is not 
"(concerned) about the eternal meaning of life...(its) 
responsibility is to use our temporal lifespan to create a 
just and good community for our generation and for our 
children."23
The ultimate result of the implementation of feminist 
liberation theology would be the establishment of "topia," 
that is, happiness for humanity in the present tense. In 
topia the reign of God manifests itself on the earth, not in 
removal from it, and it is change in the quality of human 
relationships which effects the liberation of humanity.24 In 
this society the value of all persons as human beings is 
affirmed and reflected in equal participation in political 
decisions, equal access to education, work opportunities, and 
natural resources. It is an ecological society wherein 
"human and non-human ecologies (are) integrated into a 
harmonious and mutually supportive whole that, together, 
can sustain and renew life." All the "isms" such as racism, 
and sexism which serve only to exploit and alienate, are 
eradicated in this extreme and complete societal 
transformation. Projects relevant to the human community 
are projects which will deal with and eventually solve such 
problems as the nuclear threat and the abuse of women.25 
Society can transcend its present limitations and evolve into 
democratic socialism, a culture completely devoid of 
hierarchies and oppression.26
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Ultimately, this feminist perspective offers a potent 
theology with great transformative potential. It presents a 
new possibility for earthly existence, replete with meaning 
and value, which would invalidate Nietzsche’s contention that 
God is dead; God would live and thrive among us as the 
center of this new integration of love and life.
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A Study of the Evolving Image of Women in Film 
Examined Through the Movie Roles Played by Jane Fonda
Doree Sitkoff
"Screw that stereotype, I’m going to be what I am!"1
With the advent of the women’s movement that 
continues to be deepen its effects on society, has there 
been a change in the images of women we see on screen? 
This paper will attempt to answer this question by 
examining the evolving roles played by one of filmdom’s 
most prolific, productive and proficient actresses—Jane 
Fonda.
In the early 60’s, Fonda appeared in movies like Tall 
Story, in which she played a young coed plainly and simply 
out for her MRS degree. Her characters are typical of the 
flat, uninspiring female personalities with cover-girl looks 
who littered the films of the decade. The public knew 
Fonda as "Henry’s attractive daughter," little more. Two 
decades later, in a Gallup Poll in 1983, Fonda was voted 
fourth among the twenty most admired women in the 
country.3 Today, she is well known in several roles: as a 
champion of women’s rights,as the founder of a workout 
program used by thousands of women across the U.S., whose 
key message is "Be proud of your Body;" and as a self- 
proclaimed "democratic" mother to her own daughter and 
son. She has received major recognition for her roles in 
films such as Coming Home and Nine to Five, in which she 
plays fairly traditional, not particularly courageous, women 
who are able nonetheless to overcome social prejudice and 
to emerge as whole, self-respecting individuals.
Of course, there should be little cause for surprise at 
the discovery that women’s roles in film have changed over 
time. It is generally common knowledge, recently legitimized 
as theory, that the mass media plays a "Reflective- 
Projective" role in society.4 That is to say, a film both 
effects and influences the views which a society holds about 
itself. This view of the power of film, and of the insights 
to be gained from its study, led to a wave of scholarship
about women's images in the movies. Studies such as 
Marjorie Rosen's Popcorn Venus: Women, Movies and the 
American Dream (i976), Molly Haskell’s From Reverence to 
Rape (1973), and Joan Mellen’s Women and Their Sexuality in 
the New Film, (1973) generally bemoaned the fact that women 
were consistently treated in films only in relation to men, 
rather than as autonomous individuals. These works traced 
the images of women in the movies from that of the virgin- 
versus-flapper image of the 20’s, to that of the spirited, 
independent single-girl of the 40's, to that of the sex 
goddess of the 50’s, and finally to that of the fashion 
model-turned actress of the 60’s.5
Haskell in particular suggests that the transition has 
not led to more admirable female characters on screen; that 
in fact, the opposite has occurred. Although, in late 40's 
films, according to Haskell, the Rosalind Russells and 
Katherine Hepburns eventually fell for and thus were 
submissive to the men they had been upstaging, at least 
they were career women. Their independence was something 
beyond what women in the audience had, and thus, 
according to Haskell, earlier heroines represented something 
women could admire and strive toward. Haskell contrasted 
this with female roles in the 60's when, despite a developing 
awareness of the unfairness of women’s subordinate role in 
society, films failed to produce admirable female 
personalities.6 In the days of the studio system, moreover, 
while an actress’s image was completely under the control of 
the industry, at least the monetary value of her name 
guaranteed her respect as well as audience worship. With 
the collapse of the studio system, however, women lost much 
of their economic leverage. Haskell notes that, in general, 
the big-name female stars no longer dominate the industry 
and that there is, in fact, a shameful lack of prominent 
Hollywood women, due in part to the popularity of the male 
buddy films of the 60’s and 70's such as Butch Cassidy and 
the Sundance Kid. Midnight Cowboy, and The Sting.7
Since From Reverence to Rape appeared, however, the 
respect that had for some time eluded women in the 
industry has now been attained by several actresses: Meryl 
Streep, Sally Field, Jessica Lange, Goldie Hawn, Diane
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Keaton—and Jane Fonda. What qualifies Fonda to be the 
focus of this investigation is the appeal her characters have 
as ordinary people. Fonda brings with her the quality of 
Everywoman, whether she is the prostitute Bree Daniels in 
Klute. Marine Captain's wife Sally Hyde in Coming Home, or 
the sheltered and naive divorcee Judy Bernley in Nine to 
Five. When her characters succeed in growing out of their 
old, restricted selves, ordinary women in the audience can 
identify and are then able to address their own situations. 
Fonda, therefore, has relevance for the women's movement in 
that she speaks directly to ordinary women about their 
position in society.
The Early Jane Fonda
The contrast between Fonda's later roles and her 
earlier ones is striking. Fonda entered the acting 
profession in the late 50's, prior to the "sexual revolution" 
of the late 60’s and early 70’s. When she began her career, 
her social consciousness and that of the country had not 
yet been raised, and her work showed it. As one critic 
wrote, Jane Fonda was virtually indistinguishable from other 
young American actresses of the early 60’s, with her 
"honeycombed hairdo and eyes made up to look like those of 
an Abyssinian cat." The characters she played were 
completely consistent with the "beauty-before-brains 
stereotype that prevailed.
The public’s first glimpse of Fonda on screen was in 
1960 with the release of Tall Story. Fonda played June 
Ryder, the prototypical 50’s cheerleader. A "long-limbed, 
bobby-soxed specimen," she came complete with a basketball 
player for a boyfriend (Anthony Perkins.) The film 
established her image as pretty coed—freBh, youthful and 
little naughty, exuding collegiate sex appeal. In Fonda’s 
next film, Walk on the Wild Side, she played a sweet slut, 
continuing her saucy image.10 In contrast to the 
outspoken, strong-willed, independent-minded women she 
would later play, Fonda’s early females existed solely to 
wheedle their way into the arms of a man and to remain in 
his care thereafter. This was what the society of the time 
expected and accepted.
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Fonda fostered the message off screen as well. In 
order to promote their films, her producers concentrated on 
establishing a Jane Fonda personality which would coincide 
with the one seen in her films. Publicity interviews, 
articles and photos presented the country with a wholesome, 
all-American, yet sensually sophisticated Jane Fonda. An 
older and wiser Fonda looks back on this part of her life as 
a concession to the times:
Back in the 50’s, you had to be sexy, glamorous, 
and if you were those things then you could 
become successful as an actress. Women weren’t 
like a James Dean, a Montgomery Clift or a 
Marlon Brando who said, "Screw that stereotype,
I’m going to be what I am." Women didn’t have 
enough power to do that. So I opted to become 
what they told me I should become if I were 
going to be a successful actress. And it 
worked."
In the mid-60's, now an established part of the movie 
industry, Fonda could allow her image to change, this time 
to a more radical but just as stereotyped female. This 
"progression" was certainly influenced by her personal life. 
She had become involved with Roger Vadim, the French 
director/playboy known for "discovering" many of the most 
notable sex stars of the day (such as his former wife, 
Brigitte Bardot and former mistress Catherine Deneuve,) 
Living in the sexually liberated France of the mid-60’s, it 
was not long before Fonda was denouncing all of her 
"unhealthy" inhibitions. She divulged her changing ideas 
during interviews and soon the most interesting facet of 
Jane Fonda was her latest sexual exploit. Her name became 
equated with sex, and her other abilities were ignored.
This unidimensionality spilled over into her work as 
Fonda’s on-screen image underwent a similarly striking 
evolution. Starring in her husband’s mildly erotic films, she 
portrayed women of vast sexual freedom. Her characters 
spent most of their time in bed, showing off techniques 
acquired through Vadim’s coaching. This phase of Fonda’s 
career culminated in Barbarella, perhaps the ultimate
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embarrassment of Fonda’s life. An amusingly entertaining 
film, Barbarella, traces the exploits of its astronaut-heroine 
through a bizarre and often erotic sci-fi adventure. In 
addition to experiencing love-making the conventionally 
expected way, Barbarella treats us to a glimpse of futuristic 
methods in a memorable scene: she and her partner each 
take a pill and sit upright touching only at the palms of 
their hands. After a few moments, smoke issues from 
between their hands, and their hair literally curls. In 
another Barbarella is hooked up to a machine designed to 
kill excess of sexual pleasure. It is no match for the 
heroine, however; it overheats and blows its fuses, and 
Barbarella emerges unharmed. In Barbarella and in the 
other movies she did for Vadim, Fonda put forth the image 
of woman as sex object, her characters are consistently 
viewed by men only in terms of the physical attributes, and 
to make matters worse, the women she plays relish and 
encourage such attention. From fresh, young, seductive 
tease to futuristic bombshell . . .  If Jane Fonda's career 
is typical, the Hollywood of the 60’s dictated that women 
should be measured by their sexuality. Reflecting the times, 
women in films were relegated to the bedroom and thus 
excluded from participation in the organization and 
leadership of society. The women of the 60’s seemed to 
accept this as their lot in life.
The late 60’s, however, brought revolution to America. 
Oppressed groups rose to protest their victimization by 
society. Blacks, young Vietnam draftees, and women (the 
largest "minority") recognized the inequities of their 
treatment, and rebelled. Caught up in visions of a new 
America, Jane Fonda became one of the leading passionate 
and outspoken supporters of the movement for reform. With 
her newly-raised consciousness, Fonda resolved to 
participate only in projects which would assist oppressed 
groups. The weak, stereotyped women were left behind with 
the rest of the early Jane Fonda persona. Finally she was 
free to move ahead to the roles we remember her best in: 
the fairly traditional, not particularly courageous, women 
who are able to overcome the prejudice of society and 
function as complete, self-respecting individuals.
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Klute
In 1970, Jane Fonda exposed the exploitation of women 
on screen in her portrayal of Bree Daniels in Klute.
Directed by Alan J. Pakula, the film is a murder-mystery in 
which New York City prostitute Bree helps small town 
detective John Klute search for a missing person. The clues 
lead them on a hunt for a sadist who was one of Bree’s 
former "tricks." As their investigation takes them through 
the seamiest sides of life in New York City, a relationship 
develops between Bree and Klute. It climaxes when Klute 
saves Bree from the sadist who, in a desperate attempt to 
keep his identity from being revealed, attacks her. At the 
conclusion, Bree leaves the city’s harmful environment with 
Klute, still uncertain about her future, as illustrated in her 
parting words to her psychiatrist: "You may see me next 
week." Jane Fonda won an Academy Award for her 
portrayal of the powerless, self-destructive, trapped woman, 
Bree.
Bree is a call girl who is an expert in the mechanics 
of sex but who wants to leave the profession because of its 
undesirable side effects—abusive clients, the drug scene, 
jail. She cannot shake her desire to return to prostitution, 
however, because the only times she feels in control of her 
life and its direction are when she is with her "Johns."
Bree achieves the illusion of dominating her clients when 
she can satisfy their needs without allowing her feelings 
and desires to surface. When we meet her, Bree has become 
numbed to all feelings of pleasure save the power she feels 
when turning tricks, and the escape she gains through her 
nightly ritual of pot and wine. Bree’s predicament, 
emblematically at least, was a familiar one to many women in 
1970 who rose to protest their victimization by society. 
Fonda’s character spoke to thousands of women who 
identified with her feelings of impotence and who 
understood all too well her reasons for manipulating men. 
Bree’s confused attempts to escape her situation gave her 
the potential to become one of the strongest females on 
screen of the time.
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Bree, however, is not permitted, in the film, to 
extricate herself by her own power. Nor is her female 
psychiatrist given this privilege. In fact, the doctor is 
quite useless; she brings Bree only to the point of 
intellectualizing her problem and cannot even be located 
when Bree is unknowingly alone with the sadist and needs 
her most. Instead, John Klute is Bree’s rescuer from the 
perverted killer and, we are led to believe, from her 
stunted emotional life. One problem with such a solution is 
that Klute is a perfect Hollywood dream man. He arrives on 
the scene at Bree’s apartment and at once demonstrates his 
strong, silent, impassive masculinity in the way he handles 
the voyeur on her roof. He gently but firmly propels Bree 
to a safe corner of the room, eases her onto the bed as he 
whispers of the intruder’s presence, then gallantly goes off 
in search of him. When he does not succeed, he spends the 
night on guard in Bree's room. Of course, conditioned by 
Hollywood and society, we might fall for this knight, but it 
is somewhat disappointing to see Bree, who is such a realist 
attracted to him as well.
Moreover, we must question whether the desirable 
solution to Bree’s problems is to jump into a relationship 
when for so long she has been a stranger even to herself. 
Yet when Bree valiantly resists this transition to sexual 
dependence on another, the struggle is seen as negative in 
the film. Bree’s apartment has been ransacked, and Klute 
drastically curbs her freedom for fear that the sadist will 
attack her. In response to this frightening loss of control 
over her life, Bree attacks Klute with a kitchen knife, and 
we are horrified. Yet, the relationship progresses. Klute, 
after all, cuts a handsome, paternalistic figure, seen most 
clearly in the scene when Klute takes Bree food shopping 
and she submissively follows him around, tugging at the 
back of his jacket. At the end of the film, the two leave 
New York City together, although the film makes no promises 
as to the permanence of this relationship.
Is it realistic, and is it desirable to believe that Bree 
can be happy as the wife of a policeman in small-town 
Tuscarora, Pennsylvania? And what kind of option does this 
offer the oppressed female who so strongly identifies with
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Bree’s predicament? Director Pakula suggests that she has 
three options: to live as a call girl, to suffer as a lonely 
recluse, or to find herself a "Klute" and live as a dependent 
wife.11 Yet despite this ambiguous ending, we will 
remember Fonda’s Bree best as one of the first women 
realistically portrayed on film as a victim of society.
Julia
Upon its release in 1977, Julia was hailed as a film of 
immense importance in changing women’s roles in film. 
Fonda discerned its significance immediately: "For the first 
time, I’ve been given a role in which I ’m allowed to feel and 
express friendship for another woman.13 The film is based 
on "Pentimento”, the memoirs of writer Lillian Heilman, and 
is a study of Heilman’s (Jane Fonda’s) growth into maturity, 
both as a writer and as a woman. Much of this process is 
accomplished through her relationships with mentor/lover 
Dashiell Hammett (Jason Robards) and, most notable with her 
best friend Julia (Vanessa Redgrave).
We first become acquainted with Julia through a series 
of flashbacks which reveal her as a gifted, intelligent, 
charismatic young girl, Lillian’s closest friend. While Lillian 
pursues her career as a playwright, soon succeeding under 
Hammett’s tough-tender treatment, Julia goes off to pre- 
World War II Europe, and soon her deep concern for 
humanity draws her into the anti-fascist movement. The 
most memorable sequence in the film occurs when Julia asks 
Lillian for a favor: to carry fifty thousand dollars of Julia’s 
money into Berlin so it can be used to free prisoners of the 
Nazis. Lillian, who is Jewish, sees this as a challenge that 
Julia has been preparing her for all these years. She faces 
her fears and brings the money to Berlin; there she and 
Julia are united in an emotional but sadly short meeting. 
Soon after they part, Julia is killed, and Lillian returns to 
her life with Hammett.
The most remarkable aspect of Julia is that it depicts 
an adult woman in adult relationships with both sexes.
Lillian is involved with Hammett, but their relationship is 
strikingly different from the dependent, one-sided, male-
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dominated relationships portrayed in most films of the 60’s 
and early 70's. These two have a very beautiful, truly 
modern understanding. When together, they enhance one 
another’s enjoyment of life: Hammett’s rough encouragement 
brings out Lillian’s best work; watching Lillian grow as a 
writer and simply having her around brings satisfaction to 
Hammett. Yet they do not have to be together to enjoy life. 
The two retain an independence from each other, so that 
Lillian can go off to Europe for weeks at a time, at 
Hammett’s suggestion, and still experience life to the fullest. 
In this refreshingly equal relationship, Lillian is not 
required to merge her identity with a man.
Even more appealing to a feminist audience is the 
film’s in-depth treatment of the friendship between the two 
women. The shared joys and secrets of two adolescent girls 
evolve into a mature mutual appreciation and devotion. The 
film clearly depicts the meaning these women have for each 
other: Lillian, at Julia’s bedside, dotes on her injured friend 
for days; Julia names her daughter after Lillian. In every 
conversation, Julia does her best to bolster Lillian’s courage 
and confidence in herself. While Hammett helps Lillian 
achieve her independence as a writer, we feel Julia has 
always given Lillian the impetus to mature as a person, as a 
woman. The depth of Lillian and Julia's relationship is 
illustrated in their last scene together, where the sadness 
and frustration at their impending separation is every bit 
as moving as any parting between two lovers. Julia 
legitimatizes women and women’s friendship by bringing to 
the screen the graceful maturation process whereby two 
devoted adolescent girls grow into two devoted successful 
women.
Coming Home
In 1973, Fonda’s anti-war activism was at its peak. She had 
been to Vietnam, and was now traveling about the U.S., 
delivering impassioned speeches against the war and all the 
while adhering to her pledge to involve herself only in film 
projects which dealt with current issues in a serious 
manner. The film industry, however, dependent as it was 
on investments from members of the establishment, soon
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began to consider Fonda too risky an actress to include in 
their films. Frustrated at being "graylisted" in Hollywood, 
Fonda and fellow activist Bruce Gilbert formed their own 
film industry, the IndoChina Peace Campaign, or IPC.14 This 
enabled Fonda to actively seek out projects through which, 
as an actress, she might continue to bring her ideals to 
America.
Coming Home, the first IPC production, was released in 
1978. Anti-war in its focus, the film deals with the effects 
of the Vietnam war on American soldiers and their families. 
Its "message" is revealed through a housewife’s relationship 
with two men: her macho, soldier husband, and her 
sensitive, paraplegic lover. The film succeeds in equating 
military authoritarianism with macho masculinity in a finely 
woven mixture of metaphors, and ends with strong 
condemnation of both. In Coming Home, Fonda plays a truly 
classic "Fonda character": A simple woman who at first 
passively accepts her inferior status in life, then slowly 
through events in her life comes to realize the 
inappropriateness of her position, and becomes mobilized to, 
and capable of changing it.
At the start of Coming Home, Sally Hyde is the perfect 
housewife. She dresses prettily to please her husband Bob; 
she passively allows him to relieve his sexual desires with 
her; in order not to injure his male ego, her life outside the 
home consists of volunteering with other officers’ wives on 
the base’s newspaper circular, which amounts to little more 
than a gossip column. Sally has conformed to other people’s 
opinions of what she should be. It is inevitable that, when 
her husband fulfills his manly duty by going off to fight in 
Vietnam, Sally changes. She decides to volunteer in the 
veteran’s hospital, and there meets Luke, a strong, 
handsome, caring, feeling paraplegic. In the relationship 
that develops, Luke helps Sally discover herBelf. He 
encourages her to form opinions and take action about the 
treatment being given to the paraplegics at the hospital. In 
one of the sexiest scenes on film, he puts her in touch with 
feelings she never knew she could have. With Luke’s help, 
Sally evolves from a sheltered female who passively 
experiences life to a mature woman who actively shapes her
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life. Still in love with her husband, when he returns home 
wounded, Sally resolves to make the marriage work. 
Unfortunately, the war has taken its emotional toll on Bob. 
Torn between feelings of horror, guilt, and masculine pride 
in his military accomplishments, he commits suicide. Yet 
Sally’s transformation has been so complete that, though the 
film ends here, we are certain she will be able to handle 
even this terrible emotional trauma.
In addition to depicting Sally’s liberation, Coming 
Home conveys its pro-female values through the contrasts 
between lovable Luke and dislikable Bob.15 Where Bob 
represents self-serving, egotistical, glory-seeking macho 
masculinity, Luke is clearly much more feminized (in the 
stereotypical sense of the word.) He is sensitive, emotional; 
he is almost motherly, for example, in his protective care for 
gentle Billy, a deeply disturbed young veteran. Luke even 
wears his silky blond hair long, in contrast to the clean- 
shave Bob. The images are palpable in one of the final 
scenes, where Bob confronts Luke and Sally with his 
knowledge about their affair. As Bob wildly waves a long, 
sharp, very phallic bayonet, Luke, seated in a wheelchair, 
uses a feminine tactic to deal with him: words.
Yet Luke is very much a man when he flirts with 
Sally at the hospital, and when, though impotent, he 
satisfies Sally (where Bob never could) in the bedroom. His 
potency extends into the rest of his life; embittered by the 
guilt and frustration of Billy’s suicide, Luke acts in an 
effective statement by chaining himself and his wheelchair 
to the gates of the local military recruitment center. In 
contrast, Bob, though physically virile, demonstrates the 
epitome of impotence when, unable to deal with his feelings 
about himself and the war, he gives up and commits suicide. 
Thus Coming Home redefines both masculinity and femininity 
by blurring the lines between the two, and promoting the 
image of supportive, caring, capable self-confident mate for 
both. Coming Home is extremely pertinent to the feminist 
movement in that it mobilizes the viewer—female and male—  
to turn against our masculine society with its macho ideals, 
and substitute a more humanitarian value system. In 
conjunction with this message, Jane Fonda’s insightful
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portrayal of Sally Hyde speaks directly to the average 
woman, encouraging her to take hold of her life. In Coming 
Home, we may be convinced that—finally—women's liberation 
has reached the screen.
The China Syndrome
On the heels of Coming Home, the next IPC film the 
China Syndrome was released in 1979. Based on the Karen 
Silkwood incident, the film was almost prophetic in that it 
depicts a nuclear plant which, due to the greedy 
carelessness of its owners, nearly experiences a meltdown. 
Fonda plays Kimberly Wells, a woman reporter hired by the 
news station to do human interest stories. While on location 
at the nuclear plant, she and her cameraman Richard Adams 
(Michael Douglas) witness an "accident," which Richard 
surreptitiously films on his camera. The plant owners insist 
the incident was very minor. However, Richard and 
Kimberly are convinced by their observations that it was 
serious, perhaps life-threatening. In their attempts to find 
concrete evidence to present to the public, they meet Jack 
Godell (Jack Lemmon), who works at the plant and has 
discovered that safety records have been falsified.
Convinced that the plant is unstable, and discovering that 
its owners plan to raise it to full output, Jack takes over 
the control room at gunpoint to prevent the overburdening 
of the reactor. He demands that Kimberly be permitted to 
interview him on the air and his wishes are met; however 
before he can coherently explain the situation, the desperate 
plant owners arrange for a fake "accident" to occur. In the 
ensuing havoc, Jack is shot and killed, but the damage has 
already been done. The strain of the false "accident" 
produces a real one, and it is only through luck that a 
meltdown is averted. The plant owners immediately issue a 
statement that everything is under control, and that there 
was never any danger. But Kimberly confronts Jack’s close 
friend and forces him to reveal on the air the real story 
behind the coverup.
In addition to making a statement on nuclear issues, 
The China Syndrome strikes a blow for women with itB 
professional female protagonist. Through Fonda's character,
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the film addresses as a secondary theme the problems which 
confront female professionals. Subordinate to her chauvinist 
boss, Kimberly is forced to endure lines such as "don’t 
worry your pretty little head about it:" and meaningful "I 
like your hair that way." Kimberly’s assignments are human 
interest stories which are invariably frivolous and silly, but 
which she covers well. When she approaches her boss 
about allowing her to try a hard-core news item, he flatly 
refuses— he cannot see Kimberly, a pretty female, for the 
serious professional she is.
The fault, though, is partially Kimberly’s, for at the 
beginning of the film she often presents herself to her boss 
as a typical female. When Richard steals his film back after 
the boss has confiscated it, Kimberly does not formally 
articulate her support for his actions. Instead, she plays 
the cowardly female, taking a midline stance between 
Richard and her boss, in order to please them both. Her 
reasons for this become clear when, later, in private, she 
angrily scolds Richard for putting her career in jeopardy. 
Apparently, Kimberly is willing to play by the rules set up 
by the male professional society because her primary goal is 
to succeed in the male professional world, a world which the 
film portrays as greedy, dishonest and downright 
dishonorable.
As she begins to understand the possible 
repercussions of the nuclear accident the male professional 
may very well cause, Kimberly is less eager to identify 
herself with them. She becomes less concerned with 
personal success. In the film’s last scene, she finally gets 
the coveted job of investigative reporter, and her story 
could not be any hotter. Yet, as she shoves her way 
through to interview Jack’s friend, we are certain that her 
motives are far from selfish. Rather, she desperately wants 
the public to understand what really happened at the plant 
that night. Fighting back tears, Kimberly allows herself to 
appear ineffectual on the air, and thus we know she has 
grown beyond the greedy male professional value system 
into a world outlook which focuses instead on caring and 
humanity.16 In The China Syndrome, as in Coming Home, 
the traditional male society is criticized as selfish, unfeeling
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and often viciously ambitious. But where Coming Home’s 
battleground is a woman’s love life, The China Syndrome 
moves the site to the professional arena.
Nine to Five
Nine to Five had its origins in a cross country 
pilgrimage which Jane Fonda took with second husband Tom 
Hayden in 1979.17 She and Hayden, since their marriage in 
1973, had organized such tours to speak on behalf of the 
IndoChina Peace Campaign. (Hayden’s life has been devoted 
to political activism and his background is every bit as 
illustrious as Fonda’s. He helped to form Students for a 
Democratic Society in 1962; he was one of the Chicago 
Seven, and—before they even met— his ardent writing on 
Vietnam was by Fonda’s own declaration in part responsible 
for inspiring her to activism on this issue.18 More recently, 
Hayden was elected to serve as a state assemblyman in 
California in 198219). By 1979, however, the Vietnam War 
had ended and was no longer a current topic. Instead, the 
tour was on behalf of the Campaign for Economic Democracy, 
a grassroots political organization which is concerned with 
nuclear issues, migrant workers, housing, education, 
environment, and—pertinent to Nine to Five—corporate 
responsibility and women’s rights.20 Experiences with 
clerical workers in Cleveland and Boston inspired Fonda 
with the idea of a movie about women office workers. The 
project was taken up by IPC and resulted in the comedy 
Nine to Five, released in 1980.
Nine to Five pools the talents of Jane Fonda, Lily 
Tomlin and Dolly Parton as three not-so-ordinary secretaries 
who work together at Consolidated, Inc. Fonda is wide- 
eyed, newly divorced, and new on the job, Tomlin is 
superefficient but consistently passed over for promotion, 
Parton is warm-hearted but so sexy that everyone in the 
office assumes she is having an affair with their hated boss. 
The three come together one day to commiserate about the 
boss’s discriminatory practices, and share fantasies about 
the perfect way to do away with the "lying, hypocritical, 
male-chauvinist pig." The plot turns farcical as the next 
day, Tomlin lives out her fantasy, putting rat poison into
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the boss's coffee cup. Eventually, the three women find 
themselves kidnapping the ogre, blackmailing him for 
embezzlement, and instituting reforms to make the office a 
working woman's dream while maintaining the illusion that 
the boss is still at his desk. When at the conclusion of the 
film the boss attempts to take credit for the changes, his 
creativity is so appreciated that he is transferred to 
another project—in South America.
Fonda’s character is Judith Bernley, the straightest of 
the women, the most naive, and at the start of the film the 
least liberated. While Tomlin is fuming at being sent out to 
the store to buy the boss a present for his wife, while 
Parton is rejecting the boss’s sexual overtures in no 
uncertain terms, the sheltered Judy, eager to please, 
scurries nervously to her first day of work—only because 
she has been forced there by the husband who is divorcing 
her. When Judy returns home that day she unexpectedly 
discovers her husband at her apartment. We see in the 
long, beseeching, at once hopeful look Judy gives him that— 
even though he has humiliated her by running off with his 
secretary—Judy would rather return to her husband and to 
the "easy," uncomplicated secure life as homemaker.
As the film progresses, however, Judy becomes 
sensitized to the unfair treatment given to working women: 
young mothers seeking part-time work are forced to work 
full-time, and then fired for being late; pretty women are 
taken advantage of. Adjusting to her job, Judy comes to 
identify herself as part of this discriminated-against labor 
force. As she, with Tomlin and Parton, finally gets a chance 
to be her own "boss," she comes to realize fully the 
independence she has been missing— both in the working 
world and in her personal world. When her husband 
returns, rejected by his secretary, and attempts to reinstate 
their old relationship, Judy is at first surprised at the lack 
of feeling she has toward him, but then quickly adjusts 
and—almost literally— kicks him out the door. The 
transition is complete. Thus Fonda again toots the horn for 
the little woman in portraying a timid housewife who 
somehow gathers up the courage to leave her home. In 
doing so, the woman gains independence, self-respect, and a
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loyal set of friends. Her success is meant to boost the 
courage of the unfulfilled housewife in the audience so that 
she might take similar steps.
While Fonda’s character is effective in speaking to the 
unliberated woman’s position, her dramatic growth as a 
character was not the focal point of Nine to Five. Instead, 
Nine to Five is a comedy, and one may ask whether as a 
comedy it successfully makes its statements about a serious 
women’s issue: women in the working world. Some critics 
have suggested that the film might have been more effective 
as a more realistic satire, or conversely as a very dark 
black-comedic farce.21 Nine to Five, however, comes on the 
scene a decade into the women’s liberation movement. Timed 
thusly, a film about women’s rights must take care not to 
preach self-righteously to a society saturated with pro­
female ideology. Coming at the subject from a comedic point 
of view is about the only way to approach the working 
woman’s issue if one wants to reach the largest audience 
possible, an objective which Fonda makes clear in her choice 
of Lily Tomlin and Dolly Parton as her costars.
In Nine to Five. Fonda finally participated in a movie 
which dealt directly, rather than as a secondary theme, with 
an important feminist issue. Where, in her earlier films, 
Fonda had to bring the liberation philosophy to the 
forefront through her portrayals of her characters’ 
emotional growth, in Nine to Five the characters themselves 
physically act out women taking revenge and proving 
themselves in the male professional world. Fonda no longer 
needed to create the liberated woman; she now existed right 
there in the film’s plot. Nine to Five demonstrates that 
women’s liberation had finally reached the screen in its most 
complete form ever.
In reflecting upon Jane Fonda’s career and the movie 
industry, it appears that the two have grown together.
Just as Fonda’s later characters have grown into mature, 
capable participants in society, Fonda herself has become an 
influential participant in the movie industry. As an actress 
but also now as a producer, Fonda has taken an active part 
in shaping the roles she has played and the message film
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has brought to the American woman. Outside the industry 
as well, Fonda has come to maturity as her own woman. She 
is head of her own company, Workouts, Inc., in which she 
gives perhaps her greatest shot in the arm to the average 
woman. Her workout booklets and videos are full of direct 
and indirect encouragements for women to be proud of their 
bodies, not as sex objects for men but as healthy bodies 
belonging to themselves. Jane Fonda has grown into full 
awareness of the capabilities of women and has in her own 
life actualized them for herself.
Today several actresses are coming into their own on 
the screen. Women like Meryl Streep and Jessica Lange 
have won respect—and awards—for roles in which they 
have demonstrated their rich acting talent—not just their 
unique beauty. Certainly their abilities could not shine 
forth if writers and producers were not bringing films with 
meaty female roles into the industry, but perhaps some of 
the latter is due to the slow infiltration of women into 
influential positions such as that of directors—Barbra 
Streisand, for example, as director, producer, and actress, 
of Yentl, brought the title character, an early victim of 
discrimination against women to life for the public. The 
ratio of men to women in the director’s seat, however, is 
still dreadfully skewed and there is still much room for 
improvement in the treatment of women in the movies.
One must remember too that women still have a way to 
go in society. Mothers leave the workplace to have a baby, 
and are then penalized for their absence when they return. 
Women today are often expected to be a sort of superwoman, 
holding down a full-time job while also cooking dinner for 
their husbands, taking care of the house and the children. 
There have been a lot of changes in a short amount of time, 
and society, including the movie industry, has not yet fully 
adjusted itself. Filmmakers take their material from the 
public; society takes it cues from the movies. When capable, 
freethinking women and men—like Jane Fonda— become 
members of both the film society and society at large, they 
find themselves in a position to do something to help 
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Sculpture from the Junkshop: A Feminist Network
by
Nancy Molyneaux
When the young Tillie Olsen discovered an unsigned 
copy of Rebecca Harding Davis’s "Life in the Iron Mills" in 
an Omaha junkshop, she uncovered a major literary figure.1 
Through the story of Hugh Wolfe, a working class sculptor, 
Harding Davis examines the difficulty that anyone outside of 
the middle class male power structure has in attempting to 
become an artist. Olsen’s later publication of Harding 
Davis’s historical background reveals that it was also 
difficult for Harding Davis herself to become an artist. She 
was born in Washington, Pennsylvania in 1831 and grew up 
in Wheeling, West Virginia, which was then one of the few 
steel towns in the United States. Her father was a 
successful businessman who scorned "vulgar American life" 
and felt that "all literature had ended with Shakespeare" 
(Olsen 70, 76). Though tutors were brought to the house 
for her brothers, Harding Davis was educated at home by 
her mother, a woman who "had enough knowledge to fit out 
half a dozen modern college bred women."
Still, Harding Davis was inadequately educated simply 
because it was not considered necessary in the nineteenth 
century to provide a woman with more than a mediocre 
education. At fourteen, she was sent to the Washington 
Female Seminary in Washington, Pennsylvania. A clue as to 
The atmosphere of this institution is provided by Olive 
Schreiner’s biting remark that nineteenth-century girl’s 
boarding schools were "nicely adapted machines for 
experimenting on the question, ’Into how little space the 
human soul can be crushed?’" (cited, Olsen 72). While Olsen 
suggests that this may be an exaggeration of Harding 
Davis’s actual situation, the school, which concentrated on 
religion and the acquisition of "soft attractive graces," by
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no means satisfied Harding Davis’s "hunger to know," (Olsen 
72). Another thing she never found at school was real 
companionship. Harding Davis was made an outsider by her 
"very seriousness of purpose and 'hunger to know’"; 
qualities which were not considered attractive in young 
ladies of her class (Olsen 72). Yet Harding Davis wanted to 
be more than a young woman with the usual smattering of 
accomplishments that were valued only on the marriage 
market.
After graduating form the seminary as valedictorian, 
Harding Davis returned to Wheeling, where she remained 
secluded within the family circle for the next thirteen years. 
Although Wheeling was a growing industrial town of 30,000, 
there were no literary or intellectual circles of any kind. 
Harding Davis was excited about contemporary American 
authors such as Hawthorne, Emerson, Lowell, and Holmes, 
but within her family circle, "[s]he could not even freely 
discuss literature" (Olsen 76). According to her father, who 
dominated the household, "the United States was incapable 
of culture. No other viewpoint was expressible" (Olsen 76). 
Harding Davis was confined to a narrow range of subjects 
and opinions which she could discuss openly with her 
family; topics such as abolition, women's rights, and "the 
struggle for a ten-hour workday" were either not discussed 
or scorned (Olsen 76). She had to cope with "needs, 
interests, longings for which there seemed no place or way 
or precedent" without anyone to model herself after or even 
confide in (Olsen 75)
At some point, Harding Davis began to write seriously. 
She had, over the years, "in secret and in isolation, without 
literary companionship and its encouragement—developed an 
ear, a discipline, made of herself a writer, against the 
prevalent, found her own subject" (Olsen 80). She revealed 
her subject, the thwarted lives of the millworkers in an 
industrial American town, in "Life in the Iron Mills" which 
she sent to the Atlantic Monthly, then the most prestigious 
magazine in the country, in 1861. It was accepted and
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published anonymously in April, just a few weeks before the 
outbreak of the Civil War.
"Life in the Iron Mills" was immensely popular: "a 
wide and distinguished audience, shaken by its power and 
original vision, spoke of it as a work of genius" (Olsen 89). 
Nowhere in American literature had industry loomed up "like 
a street in hell" comparable to Dante's Inferno, nor had 
anyone shown in the millworkers "a reality of soul 
starvation, of living death" (20,23).
Harding Davis had opened the door to a room people 
had never seen before, or seeing it, had never thought to 
investigate in American literature. Although her subject 
may repel readers initially, she creates a narrative voice 
which is powerful enough to capture them with the words 
"Stop a moment . . .  I want you to hear this story" (13).
"Life in the Iron Mills" is not only an exposure of the 
human misery created by the industrial machine; in many 
ways it is the story of Harding Davis’s own struggle for 
self-expression and her "hunger to know." This is 
suggested by the number of similarities between the author 
and her main character Hugh Wolfe, a hand in the Virginia 
steel mill of Kirby & John. The "taint of school learning" 
which makes Hugh unpopular in the mill can be compared to 
the seriousness of purpose which made Harding Davis an 
outsider both at school and in Wheeling (24). A more 
important connection between Hugh and Harding Davis is 
Hugh’s artistic identity; he carves figures out of korl, a 
flesh colored waste product of the industrial machine. Hugh 
works for months at a figure, hewing and hacking in his off 
hours; then, as soon as it is finished he smashes it into 
pieces "perhaps in a fit of disappointment" (25). Here one 
can see the connection with the constant discarding and 
revision involved in the writing process. Like Harding 
Davis, Hugh works in isolation and obscurity, creating works 
of art the mere making of which is jeered at by those 
around him. Harding Davis writes about Hugh with the 
insight of one who understands intimately "mighty hungers .
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. . unawakened power . . . circumstances that denied the 
use of capacities; imperfect, self-tutored art that could only 
have odd moments for its doing" (Olsen 69). As the eldest 
of five children, Harding Davis would have been expected to 
assist in running the household and to carry out a number 
of chores, even in a house that had servants. It was only 
after or in between these tasks that she could secretly 
work on her writing. Both she and Hugh Wolfe are 
"untaught, unled", trying to make artists of themselves in a 
world that barely recognizes their intellects (25).
Harding Davis provides a concise view of the class 
that rules both herself and Hugh with the introduction of a 
group of middle class men engaged in a late-night tour of 
the iron mill. Each of the men speaks as if he holds an 
almost god-like power. Kirby, son of the millowner, says,
"If I had the making of man, these men who do the lowest 
part of the world’s work should be machines— nothing more"
(34) . As he cannot bestow upon the hands this "kindness" 
as he calls it, Kirby chooses "not [to] think at all," denying 
any responsibility for the workers beyond the pay-hour
(35) . The self-satisfied, complacent Doctor May asks Hugh, 
"do you know, boy, you have it in you to be a great 
sculptor, a great man?" (35). The emptiness of what the 
Doctor thinks are kind words is betrayed by his reference 
to Hugh as "boy," the way he "talks down to the capacity 
of his hearer", and by the way he backs off as soon as 
Hugh asks for real help (37). Mitchell, a visitor from the 
North, is the only one who recognizes Hugh as an artist and 
understands the meaning of his sculpture, but with his 
statement, "c'est ne pas mon affaire", he too chooses to 
ignore Hugh’s potential as an artist and his hunger for life 
(34).
It is much easier for these men to brush Hugh aside 
than it is for them to ignore the korl woman, one of Hugh’s 
sculptures. They are frightened when they suddenly 
encounter
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a nude woman's form, muscular, grown coarse 
with labor, the powerful limbs instinct with some 
poignant longing. One idea there was in the 
tense, rigid muscles the clutching hands, the 
wild, eager face, like that of a starving wolf's. 
(32) It is through this figure, more than
through Hugh, that Harding Davis truly speaks 
to the reader and asks her most disturbing 
questions. With the appearance of the korl 
woman, the artist and the work begin to mesh 
and a network emerges. Harding Davis, the 
frustrated artist, has created Hugh Wolfe with 
his starving soul and artist's eye; in turn, he 
creates the korl woman whose face says "I have 
a right to know" (35). If Harding Davis's choice 
of subject was unconventional, her creation of 
the korl woman was even more so. This figure 
has almost nothing in common with the many 
other female images which had appeared in 
literature by both male and female authors.
Here is "a woman’s body imagined as an 
expression of power and longing in a context 
that is neither erotic nor maternal;" the korl 
woman embodies "the human experience of 
spiritual hunger" (Fetterley 312). She is a 
figure that took a great deal of power to create, 
one that is strong enough to "ask questions of 
God" (Harding Davis 32). It is no wonder that 
she frightens the men touring the mill. "Some 
terrible problem lay in (the korl] woman’s face, 
and troubled these men" (34). With all their 
power, money, and education, they cannot 
answer the korl woman’s "terrible dumb 
question" (14). Their only answer to the 
question of what the starved souls of Hugh and 
the other hands need to live with is "money." 
Their response in material terms to a spiritual 
question "which men . . . have gone mad and 
died trying to answer" leads to Hugh Wolfe's 
destruction (14).
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Harding Davis refers to the night of Hugh's 
confrontation with the middle class as "the crisis of his life" 
(26). While Hugh tries to express to Kirby, Dr. May, and 
especially Mitchell the meaning of the korl woman, his 
hunchback cousin Deb succumbs to the idea that money is 
the one thing Hugh needs to make himself an artist. It is 
Deb who tests Hugh's soul by turning over to him the 
money she takes from Mitchell’s pocket; the money 
represents the middle class's simplistic answer to the korl 
woman’s terrible question. Hugh sets out with the wallet 
determined to return it to Mitchell and ends up roaming the 
streets in a struggle with the temptation the money 
presents to him. He sits with his hands stretched out, like 
those of the korl woman, asking "for the leave to live the 
life God meant him to live," and envisioning himself as he 
might be (45). In the midst of his struggle, Hugh looks at 
the floods of color created in the sky by the last rays of 
the sunset and his "artist-eye [grows] drunk with color" as 
he catches a glimpse of another world revealed in the 
fading light (47). Shortly after this burst of artistic vision, 
Hugh decides that is his right to take the money and make 
of himself what he will. At the moment he makes this 
decision, the artist in Hugh Wolfe dies: "the golden mists .
. . vanished and the sky lay dull and ash-colored" and he 
wonders "what had become of the cloud-sea of crimson and 
scarlet" (49,50).
The fact that Hugh is arrested for theft and 
sentenced to nineteen years of hard labor is nothing 
compared to the loss of his artist's soul. Through his 
failure of the greatest trial of life, Hugh is transformed into 
a dead man in a living body. Hugh is not in prison long 
before he slits his wrists with "a dull old bit of tin, not fit 
to cut korl with" (57). Yet not even Hugh’s final 
acquiescence through suicide can sadden the reader like the 
moment "when, sick with starving, his soul fainted in him” 
(25-26). As an imprisoned criminal, Hugh is less than the 
industrial waste which he, at least, found a use for. Even 
if he could survive nineteen years of imprisonment, literally 
half a lifetime, release would only find him "senseless and
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stupid," subject to the jeers of even the lowest millworkers. 
One feels more relief than grief when Hugh takes his own, 
now useless, life (55).
The similarities between the lives of Hugh Wolfe and 
Harding Davis found throughout the story do not, 
unfortunately, end with "Life in the Iron Mills." In 
response to the Atlantic Monthly’s request for more material, 
Harding Davis sent them the manuscript of A Story of Today 
(later published as Margaret Howth). Initially, the 
manuscript was returned with the complaint that it 
"assemble[d] the gloom too depressingly" (cited in Olsen 89). 
Here Harding Davis "encountered those pressures, both 
external and internal, that would undermine her vision and 
compromise the talent so clearly evident in "Life in the Iron 
Mills" (Fetterley 307). As a woman, she was expected and 
pressured to write works about the light, happy aspects of 
life, not the grimmer details. She agreed to revise A Story 
of Today to make it "more cheerful" (Olsen 90). Although 
the original manuscript no longer exists, it is apparent that 
the version we do have is a compromise, marred by hasty 
revisions and a "tacked-on happy ending" (Olsen 95).
One feels compelled to ask what made her agree to the 
changes? The answer may lie in her continued isolation 
from other artists. Little of the acclaim bestowed upon 
"Life in the Iron Mills" reached Harding Davis in Wheeling. 
She was still not a member of the American literary circles 
in which she might have received encouragement to stand 
her ground. Although Harding Davis had formed one 
literary friendship with Annie Fields, wife of the Atlantic 
Monthly’s publisher, James T. Fields, this one friend wrote 
Harding Davis a letter, at her husband’s request, entreating 
her to resubmit a revised version of the book. Having 
experienced the pain, frustration, and insecurity of an artist 
with no outlet for her powers, Harding Davis may have 
thought twice before risking her only opportunity for self- 
expression, recognition, independence, and self-esteem..
These are only inferred explanations for Harding Davis’s 
compliance; the circumstances, feelings, and arguments which
actually shaped her decision are unknown. If, in Harding 
Davis’s long career, this were the only case of artistic 
integrity being sacrificed for the other considerations, it 
could be blamed on the insecurity of an unestablished 
young writer, but it is only one of many such instances.
A number of circumstances led to the decline in 
quality of Harding Davis’s work. In March of 1863 she 
married L. Clarke Davis, one of her earliest literary 
admirers, and moved to Philadelphia. Once married, it was 
necessary that Harding Davis supplement her husband's 
income through her writing. Before their marriage, Clarke 
Davis had persuaded Harding Davis to submit material to 
Peterson’s, the magazine he worked for. "It was a different 
kind of writing—entertainment, not literature" (Olsen 90).
It did not take Harding Davis long to see that Peterson’s 
not only paid more for "potboilers" than the Atlantic did for 
literature, but "fitted in with her shredded time, as serious 
literature did not" (Olsen 101). Although she attempted to 
conduct "two separate literary careers, one artistic and one 
commercial," this literary schizphrenia was impossible to 
sustain (Fetterley 308). Her husband’s attitude toward 
writing exerted a negative influence on Harding Davis’s 
career. He saw "writing as [a] journalistic commodity, not .
. . as literature" (Olsen 45). To him his wife’s stories were 
something she could spin off when money was tight, which 
was most of the time.
In 1866, she wrote what was to be her last article for 
the Atlantic. Shortly afterwards she began writing Waiting 
for the Verdict which she intended to be a major work, one 
that she could take her time with and write carefully. When 
Galaxy magazine offered her $3,600 to write it as a serial, 
however, she accepted it. Consequently, "a book which 
demanded all her . . . concentration" had to be written 
hurriedly, in between caring for two children, Clarke, and 
the house (Olsen 129). She did not even have time to re­
read whole sections of it, much less re-work them. As a 
result, the book contains "evidence of Harding Davis’s 
artistic skill and imaginative power" but it is not the great
novel she had meant it to be (Fetterley 309). After her 
failure with Waiting for the Verdict. Harding Davis "never 
attempted an ambitious novel again" (Olsen 132).
By 1873, Harding Davis had lost the place in the 
literary world for which she had fought so hard. She did 
not stop writing altogether or write nothing of importance; 
her book Put Out of the Way, published in 1871, revealed 
the ease with which sane people could be committed to 
institutions by family members or by enemies who wanted to 
be rid of them; the book led to a change in Pennsylvania’s 
lunacy laws. John Andross, written in 1874, was the first 
novel to focus on the control of the government by special 
interests. However, "the power for art [was] wasted and 
gone" (Olsen 146). When Harding Davis died in 1910 at the 
age of 79, "Life in the Iron Mills" had been utterly 
forgotten. Her tombstone reads only "L. Clarke Davis and 
His Wife" and her obituary, which listed her as "the mother 
of Richard Harding Davis," compares her work to Zola’s but 
fails to mention "that she had preceded Zola by two 
decades" (Fetterley 309; Olsen 153).
The finality with which society seems to sweep away 
all traces of Harding Davis’s existence forces one to repeat 
the korl woman’s final questions: "Is this the end?— 
nothing beyond?— no more?" (64). No, there is more.
Harding Davis introduces "Life in the Iron Mills" as a story 
of great hope. Certainly, there is no hope in either Hugh 
Wolfe’s physical suicide or Harding Davis’s artistic suicide 
through compromise. The hope Harding Davis speaks of lies 
in the questioning, hungry face of the korl woman, the only 
remnant of Hugh’s artistic vision. The narrator informs us, 
at the end of the text, that the korl woman has been with 
her throughout the composition of Hugh Wolfe’s story. "I 
have it here in my library," she writes (64). It is fitting 
that Harding Davis places her imaginative monument, in the 
library of a woman writer. In this setting, the korl woman 
serves as a link between two artists; through her face, "the 
spirit of the dead korl-cutter looks out" and continues to 
ask the "terrible question . . .  Is this the end?" (64). The
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narrator hands this question on to the reader with the 
implication that it "is its own reply" (14). For Harding 
Davis, the continued voicing of this question becomes the 
basis of a knowledge which responds to the wasted power 
and soul starvation of her own life and that of Hugh Wolfe.
The story of Harding Davis’s triumph is embodied in 
the rediscovery of "Life in the Iron Mills." Like the korl 
woman, Harding Davis’s great work was found and admired 
for the hope it gave to a young woman who wanted to be a 
writer. Tillie Olsen, who read "Life in the Iron Mills" in an 
old copy of the Atlantic Monthly she bought in an Omaha 
junkshop for ten cents, cherished the story that said to 
her, "You too must write" (Olsen 158). It was not until 
years later that she discovered the name of the author in a 
footnote in The Letters of Emily Dickinson; Dickinson had 
asked for a copy of "Life in the Iron Mills in one of her 
letters. Here we begin to see the networking of women 
authors which brought the work of Harding Davis to light 
after nearly a century of obscurity. Olsen, an aspiring 
artist, discovered the story and the hope it contains, but 
she had to read another woman writer, Emily Dickinson, to 
learn the name of the story’s creator. In her letter, 
Dickinson asks yet another woman to lend her "Life in the 
Iron Mills." Finally, when Olsen took up her pen rather late 
in life, she paid tribute, in a biographical essay, to the 
artist whose work had given her the hope that she too 
could make a writer of herself. Olsen attempts to explain 
"what had happened to the Rebecca Harding Davis who had 
once written with such power, beauty, comprehension— 
genius." Olsen says of her essay’s content, "I have 
brought to her life and work my understanding as writer, 
as avid reader, as feminist-humanist, as woman" (159). Such 
a comprehensive point of view permits us to see the many 
facets of Harding Davis’s contribution to literature and to 
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Endnotes
1 Rebecca Harding Davis. ‘Life in the Iron Hills.' Biographical
Interpretation by Tillie Olsen. (1861; rpt. Old Westbury, New 
York: Feminist, 1972). Subsequent references to both Harding 
Davis’s story and Olsen's interpretation, Which runs from page 69 
to 174 in this edition, will be included in the text.
2 Judith Fetterley. Introduction. "Life in the Iron Hills." By Rebecca
Harding Davis. Provisions: A Reader From Nineteenth-Century Women. 
Ed. Judith Fetterley. (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985), p. 306. 
Subsequent references will be included in the text.
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